Buddhist Grotto Temples
throwing a lotus flower before the Buddha. The figure on the left, which has been given a beard by mistake, is actually the girl who gave Sumati the lotus flowers. -The other figures are the Buddha's companions amongst whom we see Vajrapani (vajra = thunderbolt, pani = bearer), the Buddha's tutelary genius, wearing a demonic expression and carrying a brush to ward off flies. High up on the right there is a Chinese house with a curved roof. The paintings in the cella and the ambulatory date from different periods and are therefore in different styles.
If we continue eastwards from Turfan across the southern part of the Gobi desert, a journey of several weeks by caravan will bring us to the oasis of Tun Huang on the frontier of the Chinese province of Kansu. Here there is the great cave monastery of Ch'ien Fo Tung, or the "Grottoes of the thousand Buddhas". This was a flourishing religious centre under the Wei dynasty in the fifth century A.D. and later under the T'ang dynasty (618-906). The paintings here show the rich variety of Chinese Buddhist art. Coming from Turfan we see clearly the transition from an Indian to a Chinese inspiration which, however, is still influenced here by a nomad tent-life civilisation and expresses itself exclusively in the medium of textiles. At Kucha and Turfan the grotto temples conformed with the local unbaked brick architecture of the surrounding countryside. They had vaulted roofs cut out of the rock or ceilings imitating the wooden roofs of Central Asia. Their plan was a slightly modified version of the Indian stupa with an ambulatory. At Tun Huang, where the influence of Chinese art is evident, the ambulatory disappears and the halls of worship, which are also smaller, are carved out to represent a tent with the tops of the walls sloping inwards and a flat roof. The paintings add to this effect; they have carpet motifs and fringed borders. The image of the principal deity, amidst his parivara (escort of Gods), stands against the back wall. Everywhere polychrome sculptures in the round gradually give way to relief then to painting, the transition occurring most frequently in a line of figures, which gradually develop from two-muni (the silent sage from the family of the
